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Abstract 
At the newly started Centre for Urban Studies in a stigmatized suburb of Gothenburg, the academic fields of teaching, social 
work and architecture are collaborating with the local community. This cooperation is part of the Centre’s mission, which is to 
work with widening participation in higher education, developing professions, and focusing on the role of citizens in urban 
design. The collaboration is also part of the research project Urban Empowerment funded by Mistra Urban Futures. The present 
paper will discuss the potential of working with urban empowerment by using students as engines – linking education, research 
and community outreach – and reflect on the accompanying problems and possibilities. 
© 2012 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Background and challenge 
Citizens’ rights have not been taken advantage of to a sufficient extent in governance processes related to urban 
planning and city management (Stewart and Taylor 1995). This is a great mistake, as it has been stressed by 
planners and designers that architecture may not only be a vehicle of empowerment through community 
participation (Marschall 1998), but that inhabitants’ participation may also: enhance the quality of our cities and 
make them more human (Gehl et al. 2006); develop new aesthetic ideals (Blundell Jones et al. 2005); and lead to 
real future building development initiatives (Lyons et al. 2001). In the present article, we have concentrated on the 
concept of ‘empowerment’ (Andrews et al. 2006) – how it is considered to have great value in the planning and 
management of local communities and how inhabitants are considered key actors in governance processes aimed at 
developing the city (Swyngedouw 2005; Faga 2006). 
We have focused on empowerment issues in a specific context: the stigmatized outskirts of European 
metropolitan areas. Our case study area is called Hammarkullen, which is situated in the northern part of 
Gothenburg, Sweden, in an area called Angered. In Angered, almost half of the 48,000 inhabitants were born 
abroad, as compared with the corresponding figure for Gothenburg of one-fifth. The population is also very young 
compared with the rest of the city. Among Hammarkullen’s around 8,000 inhabitants, nearly 40% are under 25 years 
of age. Hammarkullen was built as a satellite city during ‘the million programme’ in the 1960s and 70s. The 
architecture there is characterized by grey and white high-rise buildings in the centre, surrounded by semidetached 
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houses and villas. Public transport to the inner city is provided by a tram, which takes about 15 minutes. 
Hammarkullen is often labell (Dahlstedt 2005)  
(Wacquant 2003). Today, Sweden is experiencing a severe education problem related to housing segregation: a 
considerably larger proportion of pupils in lower secondary school in stigmatized suburban centres in Sweden 
(sometimes as high as 60%) do not pass the subjects maths, English or Swedish. This means they are not qualified 
for admission to upper secondary school. Moreover, the gaps in Swedish society are increasing alarmingly. Related 
to these problems are also the rapid changes taking place in society and a weakened public sector, which finds it 
difficult to tackle the complex challenges with current organizational structures and with a strained financial 
situation.  
The present article, however, is not focused on stigmatized suburbs as a problem, but instead on trying to 
understand the possibilities of increasing citizen participation in urban development processes. Our focus derives 
from our long history in the area and our way of approaching the local community. After many years in the area, we 
have become part of the continuous dialogue taking place within and between groups, organizations, companies, the 
local public sector and the political sphere. 
2. A transdisciplinary approach 
This dialogue began 25 years ago when the University of Gothenburg initiated field-based education in the 
northeastern part of the city  starting with university students in social work and continuing with art and teaching 
students. The programme is called Community Outreach in Teaching. Four years ago, in 2008, Chalmers University 
of Technology followed with a place-
Suburbs Design & Future Challenges (suburbsdesign.wordpress.com). In the course, participants learn to co-
design with citizens in developing a basis for their urban design proposals. The field-based education employs a 
transdisciplinary tradition, in a close and intensive dialogue with citizens and employees in the area; networking 
with people outside the area is also of great importance. The university students play an important part in this 
dialogue. As a result of these experiences, in 2010 the University of Gothenburg and Chalmers jointly started the 
Centre for Urban Studies in Hammarkullen (www.chalmers.se/urban), the aim being to advance our knowledge in 
three specific areas: widening participation in higher education; promoting professional and organizational 
development; and focusing on the role of citizens in urban change. The strategy is to work in a transdisciplinary 
manner  creating links between education, research and public outreach.  
One of the research projects associated with the Centre is called Urban Empowerment: Cultures of Participation 
and Learning (www.urbanempower.se). This is a pilot project spanning the period 2010-2012 and run by Mistra 
Urban Futures (www.mistraurbanfutures.se), an international transdisciplinary centre for sustainable urban 
development in Gothenburg (2010-2022), with seven consortium partners from academia and other professional 
areas. Taking a participatory approach , the overall aim of Urban 
Empowerment has been to develop capacity-building processes that include citizens, analyse how these processes 
have worked, and critically reflect on how such capacity-building processes could be implemented and supported. 
The project resulted in ten capacity-building processes per se  in elementary schools and with NGOs  and 
contributed to built artefacts such as an exhibition hall in the tram stop and a covered meeting place at the square (to 
be built in 2013). Knowledge generated by the project concerning how capacity-building processes that include 
academic articles, but also through employment of a person who will work half-time informing city district staff of 
what the pilot project taught us about citizen participation.  
3. Our role in the transformation process  
The need for a transdisciplinary approach is closely related to how society has developed (Carew and Wickson 
2010). The future we already face is characterized by constant change and an increased rate of change, uncertainty 
about what is to come, increasing diversity, lack of public finance and, when it comes to segregated urban 
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communities, insufficient dialogues  and jointly formulated visions  concerning how to create ways of meeting 
these challenges. In the Mistra Urban Futures pilot project, our transdisciplinary point of departure implied that all 
actors  professionals working in the academic, public and private sectors as well as members of civil society  are 
considered knowledge producers, knowledge bearers, and knowledge users. Such an outlook on knowledge meant 
afterwards. In this way, we addr
experience, when the traditional gap between academia and local professionals exists, there is a tendency to try to 
turn good examples into an ordinary working process just by generating knowledge about their excellence, but this 
does not work  the implementation phase is far more complex.  
Working in this way, complexity was converted into action, and this was carried out by using our students as 
engines for the production of knowledge (Posch and Scholz 2006). This turned out to be a fruitful approach for the 
pilot project, as the students were already involved in transdisciplinary work both locally and in the context of our 
own 
1999) (Stenberg 2004) between different professional bases  such as academia, the city district 
administration and the city planning office  when trying to meet local community engagement. As people were 
coming from different disciplines, the interspace approach had a social focus, while the interplace approach also 
added spatial aspects. In the interspace/interplace, abilities such as listening, curiosity, respect, confidence-building 
(Keats 1899)  the ability to act in uncertainty and chaos  serve as a basis for the 
prevailing mode of communication. Thus, this is what the students were involved in learning while acting as engines 
for the pilot project.  
The activities we have carried out as part of the project are many, and all of them cannot be described in this 
limited space. We will describe, very briefly, one of the workshops involving inhabitants, local professionals and 
university students and lecturers. Knowing quite well what some of the local interests were, we matched these with 
the interests and competence of the student groups and also arranged guests lecturers, hoping they would serve as a 
source of inspiration in the learning process. What the cases we studied in the pilot project had in common was a 
strong focus on didactics. This is a broadly used concept and therefore a clarification of how we have understood it 
may be worth presenting. In our view, didactics is all the factors that influence learning and its contents, thus it not 
only amalgamates social and physical aspects, but also strongly emphasizes process. Didactics may therefore be 
considered an answer to one of the questions we have focused on in the pilot project: How can we tackle identified 
problems? To us, didactics constituted a detailed and well-considered plan for combining certain tools to form a tool 
box suitable for the kinds of tasks to be carried out at a specific point in time. Didactics has proven to be a central 
aspect to consider when trying to facilitate the development of cultures of participation and learning.  
In one specific workshop on participatory architecture, led by a highly skilled South African architect, the 
students acted as assistants in co- tart as a cooperative 
business in an empty building at the square. The teaching and social work students in each group took the role of 
translators and the architect students took the role of designers  
translation carried out by the teaching and social work students was not about ethnic languages, but about helping 
the designers understand what the women wanted to happen with the building in focus, and vice versa, as they soon 
discovered that architects and inhabitants clearly did not speak the same language when trying to communicate 
about the physical environment. What the students brought to the workshop was the skills in supporting cultures of 
participation and learning they had acquired in their respective courses.  
One local social worker took part in the workshop. He had done his training as a social worker in one of our 
field-
further developing his inters
ambitions were also included in the strategy. When inhabitants become co-actors in urban governance and 
development, they also become producers rather than mere consumers of the urban fabric. Empowerment thus 
releases and redirects energy, and to a certain extent it can also be considered a source of new energy. What the 
actions of the social worker gave to the women was time to learn some skills they lacked. Thus, he made it possible 
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for them, while on welfare, to get training in catering, business economy and health issues. Additionally, this 
training was organized so as to empower them as a team, which was why he had decided to take part in the 
workshop with the design students in the first place. In this way, he also enabled the social work and teaching 
students to be part of the learning process  which was very much in line with the learning objectives for their 
courses.  
However, t
but it also got them involved in a process of putting pressure on the city district administration to change their 
notions of how they could support this kind of local empowerment project. In doing so, the women put the social 
worker in a complicated situation because his administration claimed that the competition law forbids the women 
from testing their ability to run a business on municipal premises, as this would give them an unfair advantage over 
the other two entrepreneurs selling lunches at the square. Obviously, the existing societal support therefore failed to 
help these ten women turn unemployment into self-sufficiency. Why did this happen? In our experience, this is 
partly related to organizational learning , thus to how organizations learn from the 
employees, and vice versa. The social worker in charge is not part of an organization that has learnt. It has, as an 
organization, not found a way forward that falls within the boundaries of the competition law. The social worker, 
 found another way forward: the women will now start a 
in the premises of a learning centre in the city centre instead. This solution is of course very 
satisfactory for the women, but unfortunately the suburban residents and employees lose the chance to eat the 
wonderful food they produce.  
We turn to another of our activities to promote learning. When using the students as engines, working with pupils 
in local schools, we realized that one of the schools we had collaborated with was very easy to approach. The 
which meant they did not claim to be the only experts and therefore stressed the supreme importance of dialogue as 
a tool. Other schools quite often declined our inquiries and teachers explained that they, although very interested, 
thought it would be difficult to find the time for collaboration owing to the strong pressure they felt to focus on 
ctual knowledge and grades. At the first-mentioned school, not only did the principal welcome our 
proposals, but many teachers spontaneously did as well. Moreover, their ability to make use of what we had to offer 
in terms of capacity-building in their own mission was high  they already seemed to have gone through a kind of 
 
When discussing this change on a broader scale  which obviously includes both social and physical aspects  we 
have found reason to give it labels such as institutional reshaping, remoulding, re-formation, re-creation, but 
perhaps the best English word is transformation (in Swedish: omgestaltning), which may then be considered as the 
social counterpart to the generally accepted environmental concept adjustment or transition  
What would it mean if other institutions initiated or continued to undergo such a transformation? For example 
parts of the city district administration other than the schools? The social services office? The civic office? The 
public housing companies? The city management administration? The social resource office? The city planning 
office? The city real estate office? Or the Centre for Urban Studies, and Chalmers and the University of 
Gothenburg? The around 50 associations in Hammarkullen? The 150 private companies? This is an interesting 
thought, because all of these actors, and many more, are potential partners in co-designing the future transformation 
of society. With the concept of institutional transformation in mind, we can see Hammarkullen as an area rich in 
institutions that have gone through such a transformation process. However, this has largely been invisible at higher 
ansformational learning processes are not 
sufficiently intertwined with their organizations and not conceptualized. In other cases, however, traditional top-
down approaches for rationalizing organizations have simply neglected to learn about and take into account 
ities prior to decision-making. 
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4. Learnings: complex issues as a threat or an opportunity 
Wicked problems (Rittel and Webber 1973) are complex, have no definite solution, can be described from many 
different perspectives, and demand transdisciplinary approaches when addressed (Jordan and Andersson 2010). It is 
difficult for a divided public sector to handle wicked problems given the current structures. Our interplace approach, 
using students as engines for community building, has turned out to be a constructive way of supporting local 
transformation.  
Our position as teachers, students and researchers in higher education is special. Even if the Centre, as part of a 
national university, belongs to the public sector, we are free in relation to the local public sector in Hammarkullen 
and therefore able to work in a different way. We also have considerable resources for education and research, both 
financially and in terms of student manpower. When we analysed how we had worked in the pilot project by 
including citizens in urban development, using higher education students as engines, we realized there were six 
factors that had been our strength: freedom, funding, networks within and outside the area, knowledge-building 
capacity, didactics and manpower. These were the resources we could offer the local community  both 
professionals and inhabitants  in return for their active involvement in the production of knowledge. We used these 
resources to strengthen the organic life of the local community, on the one hand, and to support the public sector in 
their ambition to create a citizen participation infrastructure, on the other. At the same time, our university students 
received excellent training by being part of a participatory and knowledge-building process with participants from 
independence and capacity to take a participatory approach in organizing their own learning environment as well 
helped those of us from the academic realm in our transformation process. We consider the continuous and 
collective knowledge production process, which provides us with a common language of transformation, to be a 
central part of the work we are involved in at the Centre for Urban Studies. We believe this part of the work is 
essential when building structures that may face the many challenges of urban and global change. 
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